He was persuaded against this by the god Brahma Sahampati, who bought him to see that there were at least some 'beings with little dust in their eyes.....with acute faculties.....of good dispositions' (Majjhima I 168-9, transl. 1. B. Horner). Accordingly, out of compassion for the world, he taught his message; but the earliest scriptures give ample evidence that there were many 'with much dust in their eyes, with dull faculties, of bad dispositions' both within and without the Buddhist fold, who insisted on re-interpreting his message to make it more acceptable, more 'with the stream' of their own desires and prejudices. What was true of the reception of the Buddha's teaching in ancient India is alas still true of its reception by western scholarship today; perhaps the most exasperating and difficult to handle of the many and various mis-interpretations of Buddhism is not the kind which openly declares it to be inconsistent, self-contradictory, or whatever (this at least has the merit of honesty), but rather that which claims to admire and accept the Buddha's teaching, but which sees a real meaning or implication behind his words contradicting what the Buddhist tradition has * J. Perez-Remon, Self and Non-Self in Early Buddhism, Religion and Reason 22-The Hague-Paris-New York, Mouton, 1981. taken them to mean for the last 2500 years. J. Perez-Remon has written such a book. I cannot recommend it to any reader for any reason. Scholars of Buddhism who are sympathetic to the object of their study, and who are only too familiar with the kind of position which the book adopts, will perhaps feel that in this review I am taking a sledgehammer to crack a nut. But it is surely necessary every now and again to re-assert certain fundamentals of Buddhism, and of scholarly propriety. Perez-Remon's book appears in the otherwise admirable 'Religion and Reason' series-it is indicative of his standards of accuracy that the author refers to the series in his preface as 'Religion and Society'-and in such a guise it can and will seriously mislead the unwary, and contribute still more to the conceptual confusion and low intellectual standards which bedevil the study of Buddhism (and of Indian religion generally).
Perez-Remon, like so many others, finds the fundamental Buddhist doctrine of anatta, the denial of self, difficult to understand, and so he chooses to re-interpret the texts, to provide a doctrine which he can accept (whether he accepts it as a scholar or as a religious believer is impossible to decipher). A clue to the possible motivation for his efforts is given in the preface, where he thanks various people who have helped him, and adds 'May God bless them all'. He agrees with the late Professor R. C. Zaehner, himself a converted Roman Catholic, who held that the real but hidden teaching of the Buddha was equivalent to that of the Samkhya school of Hinduism, such that the denial of self only refers to a 'lower', psycho-physical or phenomenal self, and not to the 'higher' real self, which is taken to be an individual, monadic soul or 'person' (purusa). In Zaehner's volume of the Twentieth Century Encyclopaedia of Catholicism, Christianity and Other Religions (vol. 146, New York, 1964, pp. 29-30) , there is the following, quite correct, account of the Buddhist view: 'Body, mind and psyche are constantly changing and there is no basis in a human being which constitutes a self: everything in this world is devoid of essence, everything is in flux'. The Christian presuppositions emerge in the immediately following sentences, however:
If this is really so, then one wonders why the Buddha should have considered the saving of such insubstantial creatures so immensely worthwhile. Time
